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2011

Department of English

Professor Christopher Hanlon

Office Hours: MW 11-12, F 11-1

3811 Coleman Hall

Myth and Culture is a course about the stories cultures tell themselves about themselves. While much
of the reading we will undertake was produced by cultures historically and geographically distant from
ours, we will nevertheless examine them with an eye toward understanding our own patterns of individual
and collective belief. This does not mean we will approach the mythologies on this syllabus in a purely
solipsistic way, bending them into conformity with our own dispositions as members of another society
and without taking time to understand something about the very different value systems those myths once
served. On the contrary, we are going to read some of the world's most ancient narratives in order to
ponder what it might have been like to have seen the world in the ways they suggest, but also to place new
pressures upon what we believe- sometimes, in fact, in order to find ways of articulating that which may
otherwise have remained unexpressed.
While the myths we examine will illuminate some of the ways other cultures have conceived many aspects
of human existence, our course will focus upon one issue repeatedly: the productive tensions between
society and solitude, between the individual and the demands of his or her larger culture. Indeed, the
notion of the self-reliant individual forms perhaps the most powerful motif of modern American
civilization, and so it makes sense that we take steps to treat it as a form of myth and to also work to
understand how that myth operates in our own lives. And so to that end, as we read the more ancient and
remote myths of early Greece, Sumeria, WestMrica, and pre-Norman England, we'll put these narratives
into dialogue with much more recent U.S. expressions of the individual as both heroic agent and as part of
a larger socius. To this end and within this frame of reference, we'll come full circle to read a classic
American narrative, Mark Twain's The Adventures ofHuckleberry Finn, as both expression and interrogation
of a whole set of deeply-held world mythologies.

Course Requirements and Policies

The first thing I want to say about how our course will work is that I expect every member of the class to
turn up for our meetings having read the assigned material, having taken notes, and having otherwise
prepared themselves to participate in a demanding discussion. Sometimes I will lecture, delivering to you
information about the narratives we study as well as the cultures that produced them. But most of the
time, we will exchange views about those narratives, and this central activity will not go well of only a very
few class members participate regularly.
The second thing I want to say about these discussions is this. Sometimes, when we get into a good
conversation, members of the class will disagree with one another. Sometimes, in fact, I will disagree with
things that you say, and because I take you seriously, I will also explain the ways in which I disagree. It's
important for you to understand-and if you do already I'm sorry to sound condescending, but it has
become clear to me over the past several years that for some reason this now needs to be said explicitly in
university classrooms - that this sort of thing will happen to you in life. That is, well-informed people
often do disagree, and it is productive and right that they should discuss those disagreements. It doesn;t
mean that anyone is angry or that anyone is under attack. The worst thing you can do, in terms of your own

intellectual development, is to decide that when someone disagrees with you, what they are really doing is
calling you stupid, or making you feel, by contradicting you, somehow diminished.

Grading

Final Gr·ades this semester will be determined in aceordance with this formula:

Myth analysis ....... .. .................... ............. 10%
Exam 111 ................................... ..... .. ........ 20%
Exam #2 .............. .. ..................... ........... .. 25%
Final project .... .... .. ................................. 25%
Participation ... .................................... .... 20%
100%

First, an analysis of a contemporary myth. One of the premises of this course is that all cultures generate
myths, including our own. So if a myth is a narrative through which a community affirms its values in
some way, it follows that we are surrounded with mythologies on a daily basis. This assignment gives you a
chance to locate and dissect one expression of such a myth from contemporary American culture. Your
analysis should therefore pay particular attention to a specific expression of your myth, but should also
pan out to describe- in crisp, clear, and satis(ying pr·ose- the larger value system at stake in the myth you
choose. This myth might be relayed through music, film, T\~ contemporary literature, a graphic novel,
advertising, fashion, technology ... the possibilities are practically endless. Your analysis will take the form
of an essay that makes its case through the standards of academic argumentation, and in about five
double-spaced 12-point font pages (that is, about 1250 words). Questions? Seek me out and we can discuss
your ideas. This essay will be due on October 12.

Two examinations to be held on October 28 and during finals week (Wednesday, 14 December). Each of
these exams will require you to write extended, well-crafted answers to pointed questions concerning the
materials and methodologies we study in class. The final exam will be cumulative.

A final project. In most cases, this will take the form of an essay that examines a single myth, developing a
contention about it using the standards of argumentation that distinguish academic writing and which you
have already honed in other classes (certainly in Composition). But as this is a general education course, I
am also open to other forms of final projects using other media such as video, web, or social networking
technology. All final projects must by approved by me in a proposal you will hand in on November 18.
These proposals need not be more than a single typed page, but they must make it clear what your
objectives are and by what means I should measure your success. We will also have a chance to talk about
these proposals before you begin the project itself:

Attendance will be taken for each class. With four absences, students will be considered overcut.
Overcutting may result in the reduction of the final course grade by a grade or more, depending upon
frequency. In the case of an excused absence (as defined by EIU university-wide policy), your excuse must

be made in writing, accompanied by the appropriate documentation, and given to me no later than the
first class meeting following the absence. In no case may a student accumulate more than six absences,
either excused or unexcused, and still pass the course-if illness or other extenuating circumstances cause
you to miss more than six classes, you should petition for a withdrawal.
One last word related to attendance: I ask that students who have not read the text on the day it is to be
discussed not bother coming. Such students cannot contribute anything valuable to the discussion, and in
any case it is dishonest for them to crib from the efforts of others by listening in on their conversations.
Always read the assigned materials carefully, but if for some reason you have not, don't bother showing up.
Students who habitually show up for class a few minutes in should find a professor who's into that and
take their course instead. This professor is irritated by it and reacts badly.

Late assignments will be penalized for their lateness. If they are very late, they may not be accepted at all.
I am not unbending in this policy in the case of extreme circumstances, but in order to be granted an
extension, students must contact me, with a compelling case to make, at least two days before the project's
due date.

Academic honesty: Students are of course responsible for knowing Eastern Illinois University regulations
and policies regarding academic honesty. Plagiarism, even if unknowing or accidental, can result in your
failing the course and in further action by the university. Please note the English Department's statement
on plagiarism:
Any teacher who discovers an act of plagiarism- "The appropriation or imitation of the language, ideas, and/
or thoughts of another auth01; and representation of them as one's own original work" (Random House
Dictionary of the English Language)-has the right and the responsibility to impose upon the guilty student
an appropriate penalty, up to and including immediate assignments, of a grade ofF for the assigned essay and
a grade ofF for the course, and to report the incident to the Judicial Affairs Office.
If you have any questions about what constitutes plagiarism, feel free to ask me to clarifY. Also, please
make a point of noting the following: I will not tolerate any form of academic dishonesty in this course. If
I come to suspect misconduct of any kind, I will become dogged about rooting it out, and if my suspicions
are confirmed, I will dispense appropriate penalties including, at a minimum, a failing course grade.

Required Texts:
Homer. The Iliad.
Homer. The Odyssey.
Mark Twain. The Adventures ofHuckleberry Finn.
Additional readings available through Booth Libraty electronic reserve:
http ://www.libraty.ei u. edulereserves/ereserves.asp
password: ch3009

Reading Schedule:

The Self
in American
Myth

Ancient Greece

MonAug22

Introductions, course overview

WedAug24

Michelle Bachman, Republican Response to President
Obama's State of the Union Address, January 25, 2011

FriAug 26

Ralph Waldo Emerson, "Self-Reliance" (e-reserves)

MonAug29

Continue Emerson

WedAug31

Henry David Thoreau, from Walden (e -reserves)

Fri Sep 2

Continue Thoreau

Mon Sep 5

Labor Day: no class meeting

Wed Sep 7

Homer, The Iliad, books 1-3

Fri Sep 9

The Iliad, books 4-6

Mon Sep 12

The Iliad, books 7-9

Wed Sep 14

The Iliad, books 16-18

Fri Sep 16

The Iliad, books 22-24

Mon Sep 19

Homer, The Odyssey, books TBA

Ancient
Sumeria

WestMrica

Wed Sep 21

The Odyssey, books TBA

Fri Sep 23

The Odyssey, books TBA

Mon Sep 26

0 Brother, Where Art Thou? (film)

Wed Sep 28

Continue 0 Brother, Where Art Thou?

Fri Sep 30

Finish 0 Brother, Where Art Thou?, discussion

Mon Oct3

Sophocles, Oedipus Rex, pp. 159-200

Wed Oct5

Oedipus Rex, pp. 200-end

Fri Oct 7

Memento (film)

Mon Oct 10

Continue Memento

Wed Oct 12

Finish Memento, discussion
Myth analysis due, beginning of class

Fri 14

Fall Break

Mon Oct 17

Gilgamesh, tablets 1-6 (e-reserves)

Wed Oct 19

Gilgamesh, tablets 7-12

Fri Oct21

127 Hours (film)

Mon Oct24

Finish 127 Hours

Wed Oct26

Discuss Gilgamesh and 127 Hours

Fri Oct28

Midterm examination

Mon Oct 31

Sunjata (e-reserves - read entire text)

Wed Nov 2

Sunjata

Fri Nov 4

No class meeting-I'm attending the Midwest Modern
Language Association conference in St. Louis

Saxon
England

Sivilization
and its
Discontents

MonNov 7

Beowulf, pp. 60-79 (e-reserves)

WedNov9

Beowulf, pp. 79-99

Fri Nov 11

Kill Bill,

Mon Nov 14

Continue Kill Bill,

Wed Nov 16

Finish Kill Bill,

Fri Nov 18

Proposals for final project due, conferences in my office

Mon Nov 21Fri Nov 25

Thanksgiving Break

MonNov 28

Mark Twain, TheAd()entures ofHuckleberry Finn, chaps. 1-11

Wed Nov 30

TheAd()entures ofHuckleberry Finn, chaps. 12-19

Fri Dec 2

TheAd()entures ofHuckleberry Finn , chaps. 20-28

Mon Dec 5

The Ad()entures ofHuckleberry Finn, chaps. 29-36

Wed Dec 7

TheAd()entures ofHuckleberry Finn, chaps. 37-end

Fri Dec 9

Final project due beginning of class

()Ol.

1 (film)

()Ol.

()Ol.

1

1, discussion

Final examination is on Wednesday, 14 December, 2:45 pm to 4:45 pm,
in Coleman 2120.

